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Abstract 
 
________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
An Un-natural History: paradox, wonder and The Glass Flowers 
 
This research project concerns itself with the human desire for control, order and 
perfection through an investigation of our attempts to control nature. The 
museum case acts as a metaphor for this attempt to organise the natural world in 
a logical and systematised fashion. In my artwork I aim both to present and to 
challenge this imposition of order and control through my interpretation of the 
Glass Flower display at the Harvard Natural History Museum, formally known as 
the Ware Collection of Blaschka Glass Models of Plants. 
This examination of the Glass Flowers and their visual representation has been 
informed and challenged by an understanding of their paradoxical and enigmatic 
position between science and art, nature and culture. In my artwork this 
ambivalence about the Flowers as objects of scientific certainty, and about the 
museum as a site of control, is expressed as an increasing tension between 
representation and abstraction, the precise rendition of form and the visibility of 
the medium of oil paint.  
Together with the exegesis this project explores issues of museology and the 
nature of collected and displayed objects, particularly these Glass Flowers which 
were purpose-made for the museum. My visual work responds to the museum 
environment in ways which both embrace its aesthetic and question its attitudes 
to nature. In doing so, it reflects the paradoxical nature of the Flowers and the 
nature of seeing itself, creating a visual world in which ambiguities of scale, 
location and even subject undermine our certainty of what we see, creating a 
magical space out of the ordered world of the museum. 
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 1 
Introduction 
 
 
I am interested in the natural history museum as a supposed site of control, 
classification and order - everything in its correct place, labelled, ‘pinned down’. 
However, the museum has always been a site of flux, subject to changes in 
museum culture and competing theories. To the non-scientist, scientific 
knowledge becomes fact and the museum is the site of truths that can be learnt. 
But even taxonomies change. The history of science is one of continuous 
theoretical change and material discovery. Also, the values and meanings 
ascribed to objects are constantly changing as society changes.1 My artwork 
stresses the impossibility of control, order, fixed meaning, and, of course, nothing 
could be less correct or ‘natural’ than nature as it appears in the museum.2 
 
My interest lies in the human desire for control, order and perfection through an 
investigation of attempts to control nature. The museum display case becomes a 
metaphor for this attempt in its organising of the natural world in a logical and 
systematised fashion. It illustrates the dichotomy of the artificial and the natural. 
In my artwork I aim both to present and to challenge this imposition of order and 
control through an interpretation of the Glass Flower display at the Harvard 
Natural History Museum, formally known as the Ware Collection of Blaschka 
Glass Models of Plants (fig.1).3 This thesis investigates a visual and theoretical 
response to the Glass Flowers display, engaging with modes of representation 
which express, not only an ambivalence about the museum as a site of control, 
but also the ambivalence of the Flowers themselves as objects of scientific 
certainty. I will investigate the work of a number of artists whose practice also 
responds to the museum environment in ways which both embrace its aesthetic 
and question its premise in ordering and containing nature.  
 
                                                
1 Pearce, Susan. Museums, Objects and Collections: A Cultural Study. Leicester and London: 
Leicester University Press,1992, 262. 
2 Smithson, Robert:  “There is nothing natural about the natural history museum”. In “A Museum 
of Language in the Vicinity of Art”, Robert Smithson Collected Writings. Jack Flam ed., Berkeley 
and Los Angeles: California, University of California Press, 1996, 85. 
3 The Glass Flowers were commissioned for the then Botanical Museum at Harvard (now a part of 
the Harvard Museum of Natural History) by Professor George Goodale and were created between 
1887 and 1936 by father and son Leopold and Rudolf Blaschka. After his father’s death in 1895, 
Rudolf continued production on his own. The models number over 4,300. Schultes, R. E. and 
William A. Davis. The Glass Flowers at Harvard. New York: E.P. Dutton, 1982, 10. In this 
exegesis, I will use the popular name for the Ware collection: The Glass Flowers. 
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The Glass Flowers hold a unique place in the museum environment as objects 
made specifically for a particular museum collection and boasting continuous 
exhibition in that collection. Unlike most museum objects, they were purpose 
made and always held a curious and somewhat uncomfortable position between 
the realms of art and science. While I have been drawn and responded to the 
aesthetic and virtuosic qualities of the Glass Flowers for some time, in this 
research project, my engagement with the Flowers has been informed and 
challenged by an understanding of their paradoxical and enigmatic position 
between science and art, nature and culture. In visual terms this is expressed as 
an increasing tension between representation and abstraction, and between the 
precise rendition of form and the visibility of the medium of oil paint. This body of 
work moves towards a creative take-over of the museum case, turning it into a 
wonderland of the imagination. The Glass Flowers have not inspired many direct 
visual responses other than from glassmakers, amongst whom the Blaschkas are 
legendary.4 Interestingly, it is mostly poets who have readily found inspiration in 
the Glass Flowers. 
 
This exegesis will explore the variety of literature on museums and objects as it 
relates to the role and position of the Glass Flowers. I will examine and analyse a 
carefully selected range of other artists who have engaged with museum 
collections in their practice before I discuss my own response, where the themes 
relating to the Glass Flowers and the museum reach visual expression in my 
paintings. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
4 Glass artist Mark Eliott presented a talk at the Australian Museum in Sydney on May 27th, 2010 
on artist’s responses to the work of the Blaschkas and noted that, even amongst Australian glass 
makers the influence was often indirect: “Actually when I put out a call in the glass scene for 
images from people who feel they are influenced by the Blaschkas, the responses were very slow 
coming. I think this is because the influence is quite tangential and most people are not conscious 
of it – perhaps because they are working in the realm of art and regard the Blaschkas work more 
as science.  That’s why I am now thinking in terms of people working in a related sphere rather 
than having to be specifically influenced.” Email from Mark Eliott, May 2, 2010.  
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 Fig.1 Dena Kahan, digital photograph of the Glass Flower display at the Harvard 
Natural History Museum, Boston, 2013 
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Chapter 1 The Object in the Museum  
 
 
Collecting is a sheltered way of confronting chaos and the ephemerality of existence.5  
In much of the writing on the nature of the object, in both private collections 
and museums, the removal of the object from its original context and purpose 
is pivotal. Jonah Siegel for example, observes that in a museum “nothing is at 
home.”6 Similarly Susan Vogel argues that: “Almost nothing displayed in 
museums was made to be seen in them.”7 The Glass flowers inhabit the small 
territory of the “almost nothing” because unlike most museum objects they 
were made for the museum case, they are ‘at home’ there. In this sense, they 
are ambivalent objects, not represented in the literature on museums and 
collecting. Perhaps only Svetlana Alpers recognises such an anomaly when 
she observes that: “Museums turn cultural materials into art objects.” 8  
This idea can be applied to the Glass Flowers and their journey in public 
perception from scientific model to work of art. Perhaps for this reason they do 
not seem to inspire the kind of desire for possession that museum objects can 
arouse. In the contemporary museum, our culture of continuous consumption is 
accommodated. The desire for consumption is deferred in the display areas, and 
then sated in the museum gift shop with reproductions and catalogues. While the 
Harvard Museum of Natural History does sell catalogues of the glass flowers, 
reproductions are impossible, and that no doubt adds to their mystique. Their 
relationship with each other is intrinsic to their meaning and their method of 
display directs us to the scientific, systematic nature of their production and 
collection. They make sense together, not as individual objects of collection that 
may be brought together by a private individual. They do not have a domestic 
context and therefore we do not imagine owning them. Our role as viewers of the 
flowers is to look, wonder and learn, rather than to covet. 
                                                
5 Danet, B. and Tamar Katriel. “No two alike: play and aesthetics in collecting”. In Pearce, Susan 
ed. Interpreting Objects and Collections. London and New York: Routledge, 1994, 1996, 235. 
6 Siegel, J. The Emergence of the Modern Museum – an Anthology of Nineteenth Century 
Science. USA: Oxford University Press, 2008, 5. 
7 Vogel, Susan. “Always True to the Object in our Fashion”. In Karp, I. and Steven Lavine, eds. 
Exhibiting Cultures. Washington and London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991, 191. 
8 Alpers, Svetlana. In Karp, I. and Steven Lavine, eds. Exhibiting Cultures. Washington and 
London: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991, 31. 
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The glass case in a natural history museum is a kind of denial of the romantic 
sublime approach to nature in which man is overwhelmed by a natural world that 
dwarfs him and makes him aware of his mortality. It miniaturizes and 
domesticates the natural world, giving the illusion of our mastery over it. The 
creation of art is inherently a kind of ordering of the world and a bid to immortalise 
it, even when its subject is the impossibility of this enterprise. An apposite 
example is the work of the German Romantic painter Caspar David Friedrich, 
who organised his subject, idealised and miniaturised it, even whilst depicting the 
awe-inspiring power of nature over man. He turned nature into landscape – a 
human related, cultural kind of nature and an expression of the spiritual and inner 
life of man.9 
 
Whilst Friedrich’s sublime landscapes were inspired by a sense of religious 
mysticism, the science of natural history was evolving away from religion and 
towards a view of nature as an entity that could be rationally ordered and 
systematised. It was during the nineteenth century that mechanical objectivity 
rather than subjective observation came to dominate the philosophy of science 
and the modern museum was born.10 Leopold and Rudolf Blaschka are 
interesting in that they are emblematic both of the amateur ‘gentleman naturalist’ 
and modern systematic scientific methods of describing nature.11 Neither man 
had formal training, although both studied natural history extensively, 
communicated with contemporary scientists and took part in scientific field trips to 
inform both their marine and botanical models.12 
The drive to view museums as representative of the expansion of scientific 
knowledge perhaps explains why most twentieth-century writing on public 
collections has subsequently focused on historical, social and political aspects of 
                                                
9 Vaughan, W. Friedrich. Oxford Oxfordshire: Phaidon Press, 2004. See for example Friedrich’s 
The Wanderer above the Mists, 1817-18. 
10 Daston, Loraine. Interview on CBC, “How to Think about Science”, Part 1, January 2009 
www.cbc.ca/ideas/.../01/.../how-to-think-about-science-part-1---24-listen/ , accessed 20th May 
2013. Also see Siegel, Jonathan, ed. The Emergence of the Modern Museum – An Anthology of 
Nineteenth-Century Sources, Oxford University Press, 2008. 
11 Sigwart, J.D. “Crystal creatures: context for the Dublin Blaschka Congress”, Historical Biology, 
vol. 20,1, (March,2008), 5-7. Sigwart quotes a Blaschka catalogue of 1878 describing the models 
as being “made partly after my own observations and examinations, and partly by the help of the 
best modern Zoological Works.” 
12 Reiling, Henry. “Leopold and Rudolf Blaschka and natural history in the nineteenth century”, 
Publications and Project reports, http://members.ziggo.nl/here/product.html, accessed September 
10, 2011; Rossi-Wilcox, Susan. “The Botanical Models (1886-1936)”, in Richard W. Price ed. 
Drawing upon Nature: Studies for the Blaschka’s Glass Models. Corning, New York: The Corning 
Museum of Glass, 2007, 20-33. 
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collecting. Whilst this forms a useful background and context for my research, I 
am more interested in examining objects which occupy an anomalous space in 
the museum and their intellectual and emotional impact. The Glass Flowers 
inhabit this space and it is this ambivalence I express in my art practice. In 
interpreting these unique objects I re-evaluate notions of museological practice 
and control. 
Much has also been written about the relationship of collecting to the 
consumerism of the modern age and so this exegesis also touches on the 
psychology of collecting as an example of the desire for control, order and 
completion, and its impossibility: a desire which can be seen in the whole 
enterprise of the modern museum. Both the impulse to collect in terms of the 
systematic and exhaustive enterprise of the natural history museum, and the 
creation of art, can be presented as a symptom of the human desire for 
immortality. Similarly, and more important here, is the literature which 
investigates the psychology of display and the relationship between object and 
viewer in relation to public collections, and the psychology of collecting, in relation 
to private collections. 
The theorist Jean Baudrillard examines the process of collecting and states that, 
“it is invariably oneself that one collects.”13 In this sense too, the painting of an 
object could be seen to be a kind of collecting. You could say: ‘it is always 
oneself that one paints’. His interpretation of collecting as an “abstractive 
operation” in which the object is “divested of its function and made relative to a 
subject” (that is, the owner of the object) is of relevance here.14 Although his 
observations relate to the private collector, they can also be applied to the viewer 
in general; to the process of perception; and the process of painting itself. This 
relates to my art practice in that I paint the Glass Flowers in the context of their 
museum case, with the case itself acting as a means of abstraction, reflecting the 
flowers endlessly back on themselves and abstracting them into ambiguous 
coloured shapes.  
The psychological interpretations of collecting and organising objects often focus 
on impulses pertinent to the responses to the Glass Flowers. These can be 
                                                
13 Baudrillard, Jean, “The System of Collecting”. In Elsner, John and Roger Cardinal, eds. The 
Cultures of Collecting – from Elvis to antiques – why do we collect things? Carlton, Victoria, 
Australia: Melbourne University Press, 1994,12. 
14 Baudrillard, Jean, 7. 
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described as the desire to conquer time and mortality and the striving for control, 
order and “a sense of closure, completion or perfection.”15 As Baudrillard states: 
“The object is that through which we mourn for ourselves, in the sense that, in so 
far as we truly possess it, the object stands for our own death, symbolically 
transcended.”16 Susan Stewart’s notion that the collection transcends time follows 
a similar line: “the collection replaces history with classification, with order beyond 
the realm of temporality.”17 However, her view is less overtly personal to the 
collector, but rather relates to the nature of the collection itself and its 
“ahistoricism.” Stewart notes, “In the collection, time is not something to be 
restored to an origin; rather, all time is made simultaneous or synchronous with 
the collection’s world.”18 This is apposite to the Glass Flowers, in that, unlike real 
plants, their leaves and petals will never wilt – they provide a means of fixing the 
transient states of natural forms. 
 
The Glass Flower collection has in common with other collections the element of 
obsessiveness, both in the making and the collecting. In writing about the 
obsessiveness of collecting, reference is always made to the idea of completion. 
In their essay on the collections of children and adults, Brenda Danet and Tamar 
Katriel describe collecting as “a means to strive for a sense of closure, 
completion or perfection.”19 The glass flower collection, though contained in 
cabinets and ordered by systems of categorization, can never be complete. It is 
only complete in the sense that no more glass flowers by the Blaschkas exist. But 
the collection will always be partial and incomplete in relation to nature. The glass 
flowers represent fragments of plants which themselves represent a tiny fragment 
of the plant world. 
 
Danet and Katriel sum up various cultural interpretations of the impulse to collect, 
including “the western drive…to classify, make order in the physical world, to 
appropriate and domesticate the alien ‘other.’”20 This can be applied readily to the 
natural history museum and its approach to the non-human natural world. Also 
significant is the reference to domestication. Attempting to analyse the attraction 
                                                
15 Danet, B. and Tamar Katriel, 220. 
16 Baudrillard, Jean, 17. 
17 Stewart, Susan. On Longing – Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the 
Collection. Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1993, 151. 
18 Stewart, Susan, 151. 
19 Danet, B. and Tamar Katriel, 220. 
20 Danet, B. and Tamar Katriel, 235. 
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of collecting small objects, Danet and Katriel draw attention to the ability it gives 
the collector to create the perception of a small coherent world: “a miniature world 
is a more perfect world.”21  
Stewart writes extensively on the miniature as a means of domesticating and 
achieving a sense of control over the natural world: “The terrifying and gigantized 
nature and the sublime is domesticated into the orderly and cultivated nature of 
the picturesque…[that] is formed by the transformation of nature into art.”22 
Domestic space Stewart notes is “a model of order, proportion, and balance.”23 
Like a complete collection, “the miniature represents closure.”24 I see this concept 
of the domestication of nature as relevant, not only to the realm of art, but also to 
that of the museum, specifically to the natural history museum. The Glass 
Flowers bridge these concepts.25 They represent natural objects which are 
commonly brought into the domestic space to beatify and decorate it, and yet in 
the context of the natural history museum, act as objects open to scientific 
scrutiny and categorisation. The perfection of the Glass Flowers is therefore an 
excellent example of this domestication of nature, transforming it into an exquisite 
and decorative display. Along with Danet and Katriel, Stewart draws attention to 
the tension between containment and infinity in all collections: “The collection 
relies on the box, the cabinet, the cupboard, the seriality of shelves. It is 
determined by these boundaries”. However “to play with series is to play with the 
fire of infinity” and its chaos.26 This tension is one which I seek to express in my 
interpretation of the Glass Flower Collection. It is expressed in the reflections I 
paint, which give a sense of endlessly reproducing these objects, and in my 
exaggerations of scale, creating forms which threaten to explode out of the 
boundaries of the museum cabinet. 
The issue of miniaturization and domestication is applied specifically to the Glass 
Flowers by Lorraine Daston who emphasises the “unclassifiability” and 
paradoxical nature of the Flowers as objects which slip between categories of 
                                                
21 Danet, B. and Tamar Katriel, 232. 
22 Stewart, Susan, 75. 
23 Stewart, Susan, 68. 
24 Stewart, Susan, 70. 
25 Reiling, Henri. “On the Blaschka’s glass models and contemporary natural history, with an 
appendix on the Brendels’ botanical models”. In Verhandlungen zur Geschichte und Theorie der 
Biologie, Vol. 14. Berlin: Verlag für Wissenschaft und Bildung, 2009, pp. 267-282, 
http://members.ziggo.nl/here/blaschka-brendel.html, accessed August 25, 2014. Reiling describes 
how Blaschka’s first glass flowers, which have not survived, were made as artistic and decorative 
tributes to nature rather than scientific models. 
26 Stewart, Susan, 157-159. 
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artificiality and naturalness, the scientific and the artistic, the ideal and the 
specific.27 Daston also draws attention to scientific world’s ambivalence to the 
flowers, partly due to their decorative attractiveness. It seems that their aesthetic 
qualities makes them less ‘serious’ from a scientific point of view and too easily 
associated with a kind of superficiality and vulgarity. One might go further and 
associate these qualities with the sensationalism of the early American museum 
such as circus man Barnum’s American Museum of the 1840s or the 
seventeenth-century Wunderkammer and its appeal to curiosity and wonder in 
response to the man-made and the natural. The glass flowers comprise all of 
these elements – in this case rolled into one object.28 This is also a subject 
treated by Daston and Katherine Park when they discuss the transition in the 
eighteenth century of the concept of wonders from being at the “centre of 
science” to being associated with the “popular, amateurish, [and] childish.”29 
Similarly Pearce observes that at the turn of the eighteenth century “both artificial 
and ‘curious’ began to take on pejorative connotations.”30 Indeed, the Glass 
Flowers are both artificial and curious, while imitating the natural. They are 
unique in their materials - plant forms made of glass; in their meticulous imitation 
of nature and in the method of their manufacture. It seems no one but the 
Blaschkas, father and son, had the ability and motivation to create such objects, 
and their sheer productivity is mind-boggling.31 
Most writing about the Blaschka Glass Flowers is historical or technical rather 
than analytical in nature, describing the origins and history of the collections, the 
sourcing of specimens, relations between the makers and the commissioning 
curator and sponsors, as well as the techniques used in making and transporting 
the collection. Richard Evans Schultes and William A. Davis cover the collection’s 
history, the techniques of making and mounting the models, and scientific 
information on species illustrated in the Ware Collection.32 In this category the 
most authoritative writing is by Susan Rossi-Wilcox, the former Administrator of 
                                                
27 Daston, L. ed. “The Glass Flowers”. Things That Talk: Object Lessons from Art and Science. 
New York: Zone Books, 2004, 225 and 24. 
28 Alexander, E. and Mary Alexander. Museums in Motion: An Introduction to the History and 
Functions of Museums. Altamira: Rowman, 2008, 64. 
29 Daston, L and Park, K. Wonders and the Orders of Nature, 1150-1750. New York: Zone Books, 
1998, 14-15.  
30 Pearce, S. Museums, Objects and Collections,103. 
31 Brown, Nancy Marie. “Flowers Out of Glass”, Online Research/PennState 20.3. 
http://www.rps.psu.edu/sep99/glass.html, accessed 17 May 2009: “The sheer mass of the 
collection is overwhelming: In their heyday the father-and-son Blaschka team sent Harvard 100 
sets of models a year.” 
32 Schultes, R. E. and William A. Davis.  
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the Glass flowers collection and Curatorial Associate in the Botanical Museum, 
Harvard University Herbarium. Her major writings on the subject are: “The 
Botanical Models (1886-1936)” and “Garden of Glass: reflections on Harvard’s 
glass flowers models.”33 Nancee Marie Brown gives an account of the 
construction and conservation issues relating to the glass flowers;34 while 
Ruthanna Dyer writes about the relationship of the models to North American 
scientific education35 and Miranda Lowe and C. Giles Miller have researched the 
history of the marine models bought by the Natural History Museum in London.36 
A world expert on the Blaschkas and their work is Henri Reiling, author of 
numerous articles and essays on their life and work. He has also extensively 
translated letters and journals of the Blaschkas. His writing focuses 
predominantly on their marine models.37  
Whilst much of this literature focuses on the accuracy and amazing technical 
virtuosity of the Blaschka’s work, Rossi-Wilcox also tackles the question of 
scientific accuracy versus artistic license in the making of the Glass Flowers, 
pointing out that some plants are shown in various states of flowering 
simultaneously, and that the Blaschkas saw themselves as artists as well as 
workers in the service of science.38 She sees no conflict between the scientific 
and aesthetic qualities in the models, unlike Daston, who draws attention to the 
problematic nature of the models due to their aesthetic qualities.39 Julia Sigwart 
also sees the models as paradoxical, sitting comfortably in neither the 
conventional world of art nor science.40 Thomas A.P. Van Leeuwen takes up 
many of Daston’s observations about the Blaschka’s work, emphasizing their 
liminal position between art and science, describing them as ‘saurian,’ that is 
objects which no longer have a role and are therefore collectable, like other 
“unsuccessful inventions.”41 They are no longer viewed as scientific tools, but 
                                                
33 Rossi-Wilcox, S. “The Botanical Models (1886-1936)”. 
34 Brown, Nancee M. “Flowers Out of Glass”, accessed 17 May 2009. 
35 Dyer, R. “Learning through glass: The Blaschka marine models in North American post 
secondary education”, Historical Biology, Vol. 20, No.1, (March 2008), 29-37. 
36 Lowe, M. and C.G. Miller.“The Natural History Museum Blaschka collections”. Historical 
Biology, vol. 20, 1, (March 2008), 51-62. 
37 Reiling, Henri, “Blaschka & Fric Studies and Visual Art”. 
http://members.ziggo.nl/here/index.html, accessed August 12, 2011. 
38 Rossi-Wilcox, S. “From Reference to verisimilitude: the Blaschka’s penchant for botanical 
accuracy”. Historical Biology, vol. 20, 1, (March 2008), 11-18. 
39 Daston, L. Things That Talk, 231. 
40 Sigwart, J.D. 1-10. 
41 Van Leeuwen, “Mezzanine art, or the stor(e)y between science and art”. Historical Biology, vol. 
20, (March 2008), 71: “They belong to a family of unsuccessful inventions, they have had no 
successors, they have lost their practical value, and even their aesthetic merits are contested. 
Their reliance on mimesis has made them kitschy.” 
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neither can they be described as artworks, still sitting as they do in a natural 
history museum, along with geological samples and butterflies. As curator Lisa 
Corrin explains in relation to the popular fascination with the Glass Flowers they 
act as a “juxtaposition of the ‘real’ and the ‘artful’”, the blurring of the boundaries 
between the natural and the artificial.42 
Rupal Christine Pinto’s thesis gives a historical context to the Glass Flowers, 
discussing them in terms of feminine values and the contemporary involvement of 
North American women in botanical studies, as well as tracing the transition of 
the models from scientific to art objects. She credits this transition to the 
continuing interest in and relevance of the models to modern museum culture. I 
agree with her in that the less familiarly beautiful marine invertebrate models 
made by the Blaschkas for museums around the world suffered a chequered 
history, often being lost and forgotten and only recently re-discovered and 
displayed. More importantly for my thesis, she also draws attention to the 
perception by the public of the Blaschkas as heroic and mysterious figures and 
that the public valued the Flowers for their amazing virtuosity rather than their 
botanical value.43 This emphasis on the technical and artistic mastery of the 
models and a mystery surrounding them is a familiar theme in writing on the 
Glass flowers.  
From Walter Deane, who once famously and obsessively counted between 
2,500-3,000 blossoms on the model of Aralia spinosa,44 to contemporary articles 
in magazines,45 wonder at the technical mastery of the models is always 
emphasised. In an article of 1905, the writer notes: 
No one can look on the work without feeling that the artist, the silent man in his 
hidden laboratory, the jealous guardian of a secret that none but himself 
possesses, is a worshiper of nature whose reverence is deep. Such is the total 
of the effect of his work, done in such marvellous imitation of the products of 
the Great Alchemist.46 
                                                
42 Corrin, Lisa. “The Greenhouse Effect”. In The Greenhouse Effect, Exhibition Catalogue. 
London: Serpentine Gallery, 2000, 42. This exhibition features contemporary artists whose work 
addresses the relationship between nature and culture. Whilst Corrin writes about the Glass 
Flowers as relevant to the approaches of these artists, they do not appear to have been directly 
responding to them.  
43 Pinto, R.. “Making Harvard’s Glass Flowers: the interface of Botany, Gender and Artistic 
Virtuosity in America”, Honours thesis in the Department of History of Science, Harvard 
University, 2002, 77-97. 
44 Pinto, R. 78. Walter Deane was a prominent nineteenth-century botanist. 
45 Kincade, J. “Splendor in the Glass”. Architectural Digest, (June, 2002). 
46 Boston Sunday Globe. 21 May,1905. 
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Reference to the divine can similarly be found in a 1935 Harvard Summer 
School News article:  
Is it true that the art of reproducing Natural History in colored glass dies with 
Rudolph Blaschka? This question may best be answered by asking another. 
Did the art of composing Beethoven’s symphonies die with Beethoven? For the 
cases are parallel in that the works in each are …eminently works of art, and 
thus preeminently personal. But, one may ask, has Mr. Blaschka secret 
process by which he infuses the colors of Nature so accurately into glass? 
Perhaps the safest answer is this: that so far as is known no other person has 
yet done so.47 
The works are therefore unique, and as Pinto observes: “Perceptions of the 
secretive nature of glass working produced the powerful mystique of the Glass 
Flowers.”48 This occurred continuously, much to the annoyance of the Blaschkas 
themselves. In a letter to Walter Deane, Rudolph Blaschka expressed dismay at 
people who “don’t respect at all the work of art and science, but only the putative 
contrivance of the process, which, they presume my father had left to me for 
painless use.”49 Rudolph wishes his work to be seen as the result of hard-won 
skill and scientific observation, but the popular response is an emotional one, the 
viewer is overwhelmed by the virtuosity of the flowers, able only to see them as 
the mysterious result of alchemy.  
Time and again the flowers draw an emotional response due to the curious and 
inconceivable skill of their making and their beauty. Here the writing of 
anthropologist Alfred Gell can explain the continuous fascination with the Glass 
Flowers.50 Gell analyses how the technical virtuosity of the artist exercises a kind 
of enchantment on the viewer, which depends on the mystery surrounding the 
making of an art object. According to Gell, such objects offer a kind of resistance 
to the viewer which creates a sense of wonder, not to be confused with a sense 
of the desire for possession: 
The resistance which they offer, and which creates and sustains this desire, is 
to being possessed in an intellectual rather than a material sense, the difficulty 
I have in mentally encompassing their coming-into-being as objects in the 
world accessible to me by a technical process which, since it transcends my 
                                                
47 “The Story of the Glass Flowers at the University Museum”. Harvard Summer School News 1, 
July 12, 1935. 
48 Pinto, R. 83. 
49 Rudolph Blaschka letter to Walter Deane, 15 June 1908, Botanical Museum Records. 
Cambridge: Harvard University, quoted in Pinto, R. 88. 
50 Gell, Alfred, Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory. Oxford: Clarendon,1998. This theory 
is referred to Soo Young’s article “The Glass Flowers” on her blog Thing Theory. The article is 
otherwise largely a re-stating of Daston’s essay of the same name. Desktop/masters/The Glass 
Flowers | thing theory.html, accessed May 12, 2013. 
 13 
understanding, I am forced to construe as magical…The essential alchemy of 
art …is to make what is not out of what is and make what is out of what is 
not.51 
This “essential alchemy” gives rise to the concept of wonder, which is historically 
and inextricably linked to the origins and perceptions of the museum, from the 
Wunderkammer of the seventeenth century to ideas of technological spectacle in 
the contemporary museum context.  
The paradoxical nature of the flowers, their “poetical suggestiveness”,52 as well 
as their intense popularity from their earliest display53 is perhaps one of the 
reasons they have attracted the attention of poets. Poetry by Americans Donald 
Parson, Marianne Moore and Mark Doty, Australian Diane Fahy, and American 
journalist Franklin Baldwin Wiley have all been written in response to reflection 
upon the Glass Flowers.54 While Moore treats the need to be shown the glass 
flowers as a sign of cultural inferiority (thereby possibly pointing to their popular 
appeal), all the other poets draw attention to the tension between the natural and 
the artificial, which is intrinsic to the Flowers.  
 
Wiley notes the “magic” of their virtuosic creation and mimesis, their immortality 
and the way they illustrate the four seasons simultaneously like a Dutch 
seventeenth-century flower painting, in which all seasons are represented in one 
still life.55 Doty and Fahy both focus on the incongruity of glass as a medium for 
representing flowers. Doty draws our attention to the inappropriateness of glass 
as a medium of permanence: 
 
And why did a god so invested in permanence 
choose so fragile a medium, the last material 
he might expect to last? Better prose 
to tell the forms of things, or illustration. 
Though there's something seductive in this impossibility. 56 
 
                                                
51 Gell, Alfred. 53 and 49. 
52 Wiley, F. B., Flowers That Never Fade, Boston: Bradlee Whidden, 1897, 36. 
53 Pinto, R., 5, 87. 
54 Parson, D. “The Glass Flowers at Harvard”. In Glass Flowers. Boston: John W. Luce And 
Company, 1936; Moore, Marianne “Silence”, The Complete Poems of Marianne Moore. London: 
Faber and Faber, 1967; Doty, Mark. “The Ware Collection of Glass Flowers and Fruit, Harvard 
Museum”, in My Alexandria, Urbana,IL:University of Illinois Press, 1993; Fahy, D. “Glass Flowers 
On Dena Kahan’s Glass Garden paintings”, unpublished, 2013; Wiley, F., B. 
55 Wiley, F., B., 7. 
56 Doty, M. “The Ware Collection of Glass Flowers and Fruit, Harvard Museum”, in My Alexandria, 
Urbana,IL:University of Illinois Press, 1993. For full poem, see Addendum 
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Fahy focuses on the tension between this brittle medium and the soft tissue of 
plants: 
 
Seeded in fire, 
amaryllis, iris, orchid – 
 
sleek-skinned botanical studies 
 
as vacant as living flowers are lush, 
as brittle as living flowers are yielding.57 
 
Parson marvels at the mimetic artistry of the Flowers but also comments, as does 
Lahy, on the coldness of these flowers made of glass which can never die - “We 
only love the things that cannot last,”58 - contrasting the immortality of these 
artificial flowers with the mortality of nature. Fahy’s poem differs from the others 
in that it is a poetic response to a visual interpretation of the flowers (to one of my 
early paintings of the flowers) and is therefore responding at a remove: a work of 
art responding to a work of art responding to a work of art/science. A more 
complex and exhaustive interpretation than the others cited here, Fahy 
addresses the nature/artifice issue, the context of the museum and the world of 
nature outside it, the materiality and alchemical origin of glass as well as the 
ethereal quality of the flowers. 
Frances Richards, another contemporary American poet, describes the Harvard 
display as: “a Wunderkammer, but the exoticism of their contents lies not in 
strangeness but in familiarity.” She also draws attention to the magical time 
travelling qualities, the alchemy of transforming living, fragile plants into immortal 
glass. She points to a tension between these qualities and the visible blemishes 
depicted on some of the Flowers, which “exist in dialectical relationship to the 
perfections”.59 Richards regards the museum as a bulwark against death and 
destruction: “In the vault of the museum: no death, no frost, no bulldozers, no 
pesticides.”60 She then draws our attention to the work of contemporary American 
artist Christopher Williams, who rearranges the botanical names of the plants in 
the collection according to their cultural origin, making a comment on colonialism 
and classification and bringing the outside world back into the frame of reference. 
                                                
57 Fahy, D. For full poem, see Addendum 
58 Parson, D, 10.  
59 Richards, F. “Great Vitreous Tact”. Horticulture, Spring, Issue 6, (2002), 
http://cabinetmagazine.org/issues/6/vitreoustact.php, accessed October 5, 2013. 
60 Richards, F.  
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61 Williams is one artist who, in this body of work, directly addresses the Glass 
Flowers in the context of the museum in documentary fashion.62 In the next 
chapter I will examine artists whose work engaged the natural history museum in 
ways which are more poetic, and which I identify with my own interpretation of the 
Flowers.  
  
                                                
61 Pinto, R., 45-46, this interpretation is of interest, as the collection was originally designated, in 
part, as a display on economic botany. Colonial exploitation of natural resources is also about a 
kind of control over the natural world, on an economic, financial and political level. In this context 
too, scientific knowledge is power.  
62 While other artists create artificial replicas of plants in painstaking detail – for example, Roxy 
Paine, Tony Matelli and Yoshihiro Suda – they are almost always removed from the museum 
context, installed on gallery floors or walls. See, Oscillation 2, 2011 
http://www.roxypaine.com/fields/, acessed August 13, 2014; Installation view, Barcelona 2008 
http://www.tonymatelli.com/santa-monica-installation-3.html, accessed August 13, 2014; Morning 
Glory, 2011 http://artnews.org/yoshihirosuda, accessed August 13, 2014. Also, these botanical 
forms are just one of many subjects for Paine and Matelli’s highly realistic replicas. Suda’s work 
relates directly to a Japanese concept called “ma”. His aim is faithfulness to naturalism rather 
than interpretation: “Simply, I want to know how detailed I can make it, how real I can make it.” 
From the V&A website: 
http://www.vam.ac.uk/vastatic/microsites/1637_outoftheordinary/artists_detail.php?artistTag=suda
, accessed August 13, 2014. 
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Chapter 2 Museology: Visual Engagement 
 
The context in which I wish to place my work is that of Australian artists whose 
work relates to the natural history museum. The international context for such 
work is varied and broad63and there are also many Australian artists whose work 
references the museum. These include: Alex Danko, Elizabeth Gertsakis, Peter 
Cripps, Leah King-Smith64, Narelle Jubelin, Ruth Hutchinson65, Anne Ferran and 
Fiona Foley, who have approached their subject in a variety of ways.66 I have 
selected two Australian artists because there are strong thematic connections 
and a more immediate relationship with my approach. My interpretation of the 
museum, whilst imaginative and subjective, is also very much about perception 
itself, about the act of seeing.67  
On the surface of things, the work of Janet Laurence and Fiona Hall might seem 
to have little in common with my work. Both artists use a wide variety of materials 
in their work, in the case of Laurence, scientific instruments, stuffed animals, 
plant matter, even minerals, and in that of Hall, photography, collage, cast off 
man-made detritus, often with domestic associations. The work of both is political 
and more obviously concerned with the negative human impact on the natural 
world, as well as our profound connection to it.68 In their work, there is clear 
commentary on our destructive exploitation of it, a subject, which is only 
                                                
63 McShine, Kynaston. The Museum as Muse, Artists Reflect, New York: Museum of Modern Art, 
1999; Corrin, Lisa. Mining the Museum, Baltimore: Contemporary: New York: New Press, 1994, 
are comprehensive international studies of artists’ involvement with museums and museum 
collections. Both accompanied exhibitions. 
64 Ducclos, Rebecca. “Australian Interventions: ‘The Artist and the Museum’ series, Ian Potter 
Gallery, University of Melbourne”. In Exploring Science in Museums. Edited by Susan Pearce. 
London: The Althone Press, 1996, 165-171. The other important research in this area is Gregory, 
K.L. “The artist and the museum: contested histories and expanded narratives in Australian art 
and museology 1975-2002”, PhD thesis, School of Art History, Cinema, Classics and 
Archaeology, The University of Melbourne, 2004. However, not one of the artists in Gregory’s 
study are painters, all either intervene physically in the museum environment or produce three-
dimensional installations with direct reference to it. 
65 Long, Jennifer, ‘”The Anatomy Lesson” in A Body of Knowledge. Faculty of Medicine, Dentistry 
and Health Sciences, Melbourne, Victoria: University of Melbourne, 2012, 29-30. 
66 Barret, Jennifer, “Australian Artists and Museums”, Paper presented for Museum and Gallery 
Services, Queensland, August 5, 2009, 4. 
67 Haley, Stephen. “A Reflection, On Glass”. Catalogue essay, 2006, 1: “In part, the exhibition 
Looking Through Glass is a meditation on the poetics of glass and the metaphoric implications 
that surrounds it. It is this, but it is also much more. The contradictory nature of glass is just one 
aspect pictured here. More broadly the work regards the nature of contradiction itself - it is a 
speculation on the paradoxes and quandaries that beset both vision and thought.”  
68 Kent, Rachel, “Changing Topographies: The Environmental Art of Janet Laurence”. In Janet 
Laurence After Eden, Catalogue, Sydney: Sherman Contemporary Art Foundation, 2011, 61; 
Morgan, Kendra. Introduction, Fiona Hall – Big Game Hunting, Catalogue, Melbourne: Heide 
Museum of Modern Art, 2013. 
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subliminally present in my work. However, I will argue that in spite of such 
differences, many parallels can be found with the concerns of my own work and 
that this is an appropriate artistic context in which to place it.69  
Both Laurence and Hall use the museum case as a site to explore the 
relationship between culture and nature, providing a sense of tension between 
our appreciation of the beauty and fertility of nature and the inevitable decay and 
death that is part of the natural cycle. In the work of both, there lies an expression 
of the transformative qualities of art and nature, and in the alchemical. Both share 
a fascination with the garden through history and botanical science of the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Rachel Kent points out the crucial role of 
natural history and the museum in Laurence’s work: 
The natural history museum became central for Laurence’s practice during the 
1990s, epitomising the collecting and cataloguing impulses of nineteenth-
century Europe and its colonies, including Australia. Combining knowledge and 
wonder, science and the imagination, it is in many ways an apt metaphor for 
her distinctive approach to artmaking.70 
The collecting and cataloguing processes implicit in Laurence’s work are also 
evident in that of Hall, who often uses the Linnaean classifications juxtaposed 
with aboriginal and common names. This can be seen in her Paradisus terrestris 
series (1990) (fig.2) where she uses plants which “testify to the nineteenth-
century European obsession for exotic plants.”71 
In Hall and Laurence’s work, as in mine, scale and the museum case are used 
both to miniaturise natural forms, with the resultant connotations of 
domestication, and to distance the work from ‘regular’ time and place.72 
References to landscape and still life are made. There is a tension between 
chaos and containment, which has also long been a theme in my work, in 
particular in relation to nature. The work of both artists could be said to occupy 
“the liminal places where art, science, imagination and memory converge.”73 
They both use beauty as a means of getting the viewer’s attention, drawing us in: 
                                                
69 Inglis, Alison, “Wondrous but strange: botanical collections and the contemporary artist”, 
unpublished essay, 2012. In her essay Inglis places my early work on the Glass Flowers in the 
context of the work of Fiona Hall and Peter Cripps. 
70 Kent, Rachel, 56.  
71 Ewington, J. Fiona Hall, Sydney: Piper Press, 2005, 101. 
72 Stewart, Susan, 24, “In its tableau-like form, the miniature is a world of arrested time; its 
stillness emphasises the activity that is outside its borders. And this effect is reciprocal, for once 
we attend to the miniature world, the outside world stops, and is lost to us.” 
73 http://www.janetlaurence.com/biography/, accessed March 25, 2014. 
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Hall with her exquisite craftsmanship and Laurence with the refined delicacy of 
her aesthetic, creating a kind of enchantment. 
Laurence and Hall are concerned with our desire to control and understand 
nature, the relationship between art and science, the tension between the 
artificial and the natural, and between order and chaos. Peter Emmett observes 
that to Laurence, “Ordering landscape makes nature a culture zone. This is 
important to her. The cultural intervention of order, grid, geometry, of art and 
architecture, are necessary to make things visible; to bring them into relation.”74 
In a similar vein Fiona Hall states: “I think we live in a realm of relative chaos in 
which we try to find or create an order that more or less functions for each of us 
and keeps at bay too much disarray.”75 
While these themes can be seen in my work dating back to the 1990s, and are 
still evident today, in works such as Big Jungle (2014) (fig.3), there is now a 
consciousness of the architectural structures of the museum case.  A sense of 
enclosed space is created, but one that barely contains the plant forms, which 
leach out in the form of reflections and obstruct the wooden beams. Scale 
contributes to this sense of the fragility of the museum’s containment, with the 
plants enlarged to several times their original size, exploding out of their 
confinement. There is a sense in which nature is capable of overturning our 
sense of control and taking over.  
Both Laurence and Hall use systematic taxonomies in ways which question their 
ability to systematise the abundance of nature. For example, in her work Stilled 
Lives, (2000) (fig.4) exhibited at the Melbourne Museum, Laurence arranged 
museum specimens (birds) according to the non-scientific categories of colour 
and aesthetic form, replacing the scientific taxonomy used by the museum.76 As 
noted above, in work such as Paradisus Terrestris (1989-90) (fig.2) Hall plays 
with the objectivity of botanical illustration and categorization by giving them a 
personal and erotic interpretation, adding her own layers of meaning. Hall herself 
says: “encyclopedic ambitions are, if not futile, always provisional”.77  
                                                
74 Peter Emmett. Janet Laurence, An Art & Australia Monograph, Sydney, NSW: Craftsman 
House, 1998, 12. 
75 Morrell, Timothy. “Undermining the systems of the post-everything world: interviews Fiona Hall”, 
Art Monthly Australia, no.68, April 1994, 8. 
76 Janet Laurence, http://www.janetlaurence.com/stilled-lives/, accessed March 25, 2014, see also 
Laurence’s site for similar exhibitions including Eden and the Apple of Sodom, at the University of 
South Australia Art Museum, 2002, and Birdsong, at Object Gallery, Sydney, 2006. 
77 Morrell, Timothy, 9. 
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There are other key ideas which feature in the work of these artists. Of particular 
interest is the blurring between the man-made and the natural resulting in a 
sense of wonder. Both Laurence and Hall repeatedly create simultaneous layers 
of the natural and artificial within their work, within settings suggestive of the 
museum. This is also evident in relation to the Blaschka Flowers, where as Corrin 
notes: “wonder is an effect of the juxtaposition of the ’real and the ‘artful’, the 
blurring of their boundaries, the frisson created by their proximity to one another 
within the same building and within the same language of display.”78 
This notion of wonder can also be seen in relationship of the Wunderkammer to 
the work of Laurence and Hall.79 In the Wunderkammer, the separation of man-
made and natural is unclear. Both kinds of objects are displayed together and 
natural objects are carved into artificial forms. Modern science has not yet made 
clear distinctions nor has it created systematic classifications of nature. Later, 
composite creatures which question the classification of modern science can be 
seen in a range of artistic creations. Lewis Caroll, for example, created all sorts of 
curious hybrid creatures in his writing, while surrealist artists also revelled in 
incongruous combinations, such as Victor Brauner’s Wolf Table (1939, 1947).80 
The surrealists were early twentieth-century re-discoverers of the form of the 
cabinet of curiosities where the juxtaposition of the natural and the artificial, “this 
transgression” as Mauries calls it, “found its natural expression in the 
bewilderment of the astonished observer, and was the true source of the sense of 
wonder.”81  
                                                
78 Corrin, Lisa. “The Greenhouse Effect”. 42. 
79 Rachel Kent, 65 Of Laurence: “A sense of discovery and wonder – of the Renaissance 
Wunderkammer or ‘cabinet of curiosities’ – is ever-present in the work, and reflects the artist’s 
travel and research in the historical museums of Europe”, Also, Hall’s exquisite natural objects 
made of beads and domestic objects in Understory (1999-2004) echo the Wunderkammer’s 
combination of the man-made and the natural, objects such as carved shells. Katherine Gregory 
also points out how Hall’s use of the miniature in her sardine tin pieces and her hybrid creations in 
Cell Culture reference the Wunderkammer in Gregory, Katherine, 105,107,135. 
80  Carroll, Lewis, The Adventures of Alice in Wonderland & Alice Through the Looking-Glass. . 
London: The Heirloom Library, Reprinted 1956. 180; Centre Pompidou website: 
http://www.centrepompidou.fr/cpv/ressource.action?param.id=FR_R-
9744d34934c611b1b1eb94b56fdb95&param.idSource=FR_O-
121526fa783e1ed93291443862478e7, accessed May 16 2014. 
81 Mauries, Patrick. Cabinets of Curiosity, London: Thames & Hudson, 2002,109 and: “far from 
containing and mirroring the hierarchy of existence, the object was now to play a central role in a 
‘culture of the effects of systematic disorientation’; pointing towards a different reality, it no longer 
referred back to the reassuring, sensible world of divine order, but looked instead to the aberrant, 
disjointed world of dreams and wonders”, 218. 
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This same sense of wonder can be found in Fiona Hall’s strange hybrid creatures 
made of plastic ready-mades in Cell Culture (2002) (fig.5).82 After interviewing 
Hall, Gregory argues that it is “the strange juxtapositions of objects that inspire 
her curiosity” in the traditional natural history museum.83 Her flowers made of 
soap or beads inspire a sense of wonder. Such strange juxtapositions are integral 
to the Wunderkammer. In my work based on the Blaschka’s marine models, (the 
first works inspired by their oeuvre in 2009) a strange world is created in which 
the distinction between artificial and natural is unclear, it is possibly a garden or 
an aquarium, inhabited by plants, animals or man-made objects (fig.6). Like Hall’s 
Paradisus Terrestris, (fig.2) it is a kind of garden of the imagination, a wonderland. 
The Glass Flowers inspire wonder in their artificial reproduction of the minute 
detail and texture of nature and in my paintings of them, I aim to elicit some of 
this ambiguity, and inspire a sense of wonder. 
As noted above, wonder and ambiguity have been beautifully expressed in 
Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland where chimerical and mythological creatures, the 
Mock Turtle and the Gryphon, exist. And it is in Carroll’s Through the Looking 
Glass, that the rationalist Alice is perplexed by insects which are composites of 
the natural and the man-made, such as the Rocking-horse fly and the Bread-and-
butter-fly.84 In my work, the glass ceilings of the museum cases act as mirrors, 
which reflect an upside down world, in which the careful taxonomic order of the 
display is up-ended and confused into a jumble of colour and shape. In the 
depiction of the Glass Flowers these works have been described as falling into 
the category of  “chimeras [and] composites.”85 I wish to create a kind of 
wonderland of my own, in which flowers are animated, blurring boundaries 
between the natural and man-made and where rational and architectural order 
are dissolved.  
Mauries describes the wunderkammer of the seventeenth century, as 
characterising “abrupt changes of scale, playing on the effects of miniaturization 
and magnification: the disruption …of customary points of reference, of the 
accepted scale of things.”86 Entering a cabinet of curiosities “it was difficult to find 
one’s way around it; there was no beginning and no end.”87 Laurence also plays 
                                                
82 http://www.roslynoxley9.com.au/artists/17/Fiona_Hall/92/35549/, accessed July 21, 2014 
83 Gregory, K.L. 97. 
84 Carroll, Lewis, 
85 Daston, L. Things That Talk, 21. 
86 Mauries, Patrick, 109. 
87 Mauries, Patrick, 69. 
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with the natural and the man-made, and her treatment of space can create 
disorientation and confusion. Drusilla Modjeska observes of her installation 
Verdant (2003) (fig. 7): that: “Wherever the eye settled, the perspective was awry. 
With one work reflecting another, her gallery exhibitions rarely allow a fixed 
viewing point”.88 My paintings of the Blascka cabinets such as Floating World 
(2014) (fig.8) with their depictions of the museum vitrine mirrored and endlessly 
reflected, create a labyrinthine space in which the viewer is lost, the distorted and 
reflected exit sign sometimes acting more as a mirage than a credible way out. 
Sometimes, as in Reflected World (2013) (fig.9), it is uncertain which flower is 
‘real’ and which reflected. Neither is real. The paintings can sometimes be rotated 
top to bottom and work equally well visually.  
Laurence’s use of architectural structures, be they the museum case,89 the 
nineteenth-century glasshouse90 or the topiary garden91, also reflects her interest 
in the relationship of man-made and natural. She uses glass extensively as a 
metaphor for alchemy, a means of creating layers, which both separate us from, 
and connect us to, nature. Laurence uses its reflective qualities to dissolve form, 
to create shifting images, sensations – a fluid movement between things.92  
Critics and art historians talk of Janet Laurence working at the interface between 
art, architecture and the environment.93 In her 2013 work After Eden, ghostly 
projections of animals, scientific equipment and diaphanous natural forms made 
of fabric and glass create a theatrical commemoration to environmental losses.94 
In Verdant (fig.7) and in her Glasshouse Series (2008) (fig.10) the images refer to 
interior and exterior, it is uncertain if we the viewers are inside or outside in this 
hall of mirrors and reflections.95  
                                                
88 Modjeska, Drusilla. “The Green in Glass” In Janet Laurence After Eden, 47. 
89 Fugitive, 2013 Tarra Warra Museum of Art, 
http://www.janetlaurence.com/category/exhibition/wunderkammer/, accessed March 25, 2014 
90 Glasshouse series, especially Botanical Residues (after the Great Glasshouse), 2005 
http://www.janetlaurence.com/category/exhibition/glasshouse/, accessed March 25, 2014 
91 Verdant (2003), http://www.janetlaurence.com/category/exhibition/verdant/, accessed August 
14, 2014. 
92 Merrillees, Dolla S. “An Interview with Janet Laurence”, In Janet Laurence After Eden, 88, 
Merrillees quotes Laurence: “One of my earliest works, Seed Seam Field, 1992, was a series of 
leaking seams, the nature outside disrupting the very formal interior, reclaiming architecture and 
dissolving structural boundaries.”  
93 Drusilla Modjeska, 47-48: “She talks of slowing us into an awareness of our inseparability from 
the living world, the ebb and flow of transitory states. I could say her work reminds us that we are 
matter, and that the great structures of art and architecture, seemingly so fixed, are, like us, built 
of substances that dissolve”. 
94 http://www.janetlaurence.com/fugitive/, accessed July 21, 2014. 
95 http://www.janetlaurence.com/irradiated/, accessed July 21, 2014. 
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I too like to cultivate a tension between the architectural constraints of the 
museum cabinet and the profusion of the flowers in my paintings. This profusion 
is heightened by the myriad reflections in the glass walls and ceiling of the 
cabinets themselves, which expand the display beyond the confines of the vitrine 
into endless repetitions. In these reflections the structures of the cabinets 
themselves seem to repeat into infinity. Reflections also break down the solid 
form of the objects in the case, dissolving them into abstraction, though in places 
they seem more animated in their distortions than the actual flowers themselves. 
There is a fluid movement between the inside and outside of the vitrine. 
Architectural structures are rendered, but through the distorting optical effects of 
the glass.  
Laurence’s work plays with focus and perspective. In Verdant (2003) (fig.7), her 
interpretation of hedges and topiary not only deconstructs these organised forms, 
but also creates ambiguities with its perspectival ordering of space; sharp 
definition of form alternates with a blurring of focus.96 In her video work What 
Could a Garden Be? (2009)97 plants and glass objects in different spatial fields 
move slowly in and out of focus. I like to play with focus and lack of focus in my 
paintings, where some spatial fields have a clarity of detail and in others objects 
dissolve into pure colour with soft edges. 
Like me, Laurence works with light and reflection, although literally working with 
glass as a material rather than rendering it in paint. Her video work Ferment,98 is 
a good example the way in which she handles the reflections of plant forms and 
scientific instruments creating a double image. The stuffed owl and the botanical 
samples and residues are re-animated in the video by the movements and the 
fading in and out of the camera and the inclusion of a sound track, which brings 
the sounds of the living natural environment into the museum. Even the title 
indicates a living, natural process. Similarly, in my paintings of the glass flowers, I 
animate these plant forms via the distortions of the photographic source material, 
                                                
96 Modjeska, Drusilla. “The Green in Glass”. 47: “The effect on entering Verdant, 2003, at 
Sherman Galleries, was one of fecundity, an immersion into the living world, a blaze of green. The 
repeated image of a house hedge from Tasmania, its leafy texture redolent of summer, was 
caught in cool, smooth glass. ‘Its mineral lineage appears as the green within,’ she says. And yet 
there was an undertow – an unease at being plunged into all that green. Wherever the eye 
settled, the perspective was awry. With one work reflecting another, her gallery exhibitions rarely 
allow a fixed viewing point; there was acute focus, perfect detail, yet, at the same time – with only 
a slight adjustment of vision – a blur, a skin, a filmy cataract. Images bled into each other and, 
with glimpses of our own fugitive images, we bled into them.”   
97 http://www.janetlaurence.com/what-could-a-garden-be/, accessed March 25, 2014. 
98 http://www.janetlaurence.com/ferment/, accessed March 25, 2014. 
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exaggerating and also enlarging them so that they seem to be about to burst out 
of the confines of their cases. 
Laurence and Hall reference, are attracted to, and display an ambivalence about, 
elements of the traditional nineteenth-century natural history museum and its 
style of display. Both merge the Wunderkammer with the modern museum vitrine. 
The sense of natural forces, be they animal or plant life, being trapped in the 
museum case also creates a tension. This sense of tension, between the plant 
forms and the cabinet, between the chaotic abstraction of the reflected forms and 
suggestions of perspectival space and architectural order, are essential elements 
in my own work. 
Interestingly Laurence and Hall both use text in their work – scientific, taxonomic, 
common – in ways which sometimes gently subvert them. Whilst Laurence uses 
original museum tags in a manner that is highly aestheticized, for example in 
Stilled Lives (2000) (fig.4), she undermines these somewhat with her inclusion of 
text lining the edges of the showcases, which relates to a contemporary 
overview.99 The installation of the work at the Museum of Victoria highlighted the 
dialectic at work between the traditional museum display and Laurence’s 
artwork.100 She also shows specimens in storage rather than display mode, 
giving a glimpse behind the traditional illusionistic natural history museum display 
– the birds are lined up and tucked away in their case, not perched on branches 
in a simulation of their life in nature. Laurence’s Stilled Lives celebrated the 
preciousness, beauty and strangeness of the traditional museum display, whilst 
underlining the poignancy of so many dead creatures, killed to ‘preserve’ them. 
Whilst rejecting the conventional scientific ordering of the birds in Stilled Lives, 
Laurence does impose an aesthetic order, which gives a kind of rest to the 
display. 
Hall is also attracted to the nineteenth-century natural history museum,101 but 
comes at it from a less emphatically aesthetic point of view. In her photograph 
Birds, from The Antipodean Suite (1981) (fig.11), the drawer full of specimen 
birds from the Queen Victoria Museum in Hobart are piled up and overflowing; 
                                                
99 In her PhD thesis Katherine Gregory describes Laurence as celebrating and fetishizing 
elements of nineteenth-century museology, Gregory, K.L., 264. 
100 http://www.janetlaurence.com/stilled-lives/, accessed August 14, 2014. 
101 Gregory quotes from an interview with Hall in which she laments the modern revisionist 
museum in which museum objects are isolated and displayed “as if they were art works”, 
Gregory, K. L.,96-97. 
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disorder, chaos and disintegration threaten, all taxonomic order lost. It is this 
threat of disorder and chaos within the structure of the natural history museum 
that relates more clearly to my interests. 
Taxonomic labels relating to the Glass Flower displays become illegible in my 
paintings, out of focus, detached from their connection to botanical models, giving 
the viewer no information. Sometimes the Exit sign, a bright pink blur, is visible – 
more readable by its colour and shape than by its letters (fig.8). This can be seen 
as an ‘in-joke’ for those requiring escape from the claustrophobic and musty 
confines of the museum cases and the museum itself – perhaps the flowers 
themselves. 
Like Hall, it is this ‘unruly’ quality to the museum object and the threat of disorder 
which interests me. Stephen Haley writes of the treatment of the order of the 
museum in the 2006 exhibition of my paintings inspired by the collections in the 
Victoria and Albert Museum, Looking Through Glass:  
Although the artist is not advocating these systems, with their all too vague 
relationship to the palpable, should be banished, she is affirming that these 
paradigms are not the whole story. Rather, she suggests, that at the heart of 
these methodologies are contradictions that shatter their otherworldly, hermetic 
principles.102 
Like Hall, I play with scale. In early work Rotunda (2000), a cactus plant grows 
out of a classical architectural form, having filled it, in Loggia (2004) (fig.12), giant 
orchids emerge from another, extending Triffid-like tongues of leaves. The floral 
forms are enlarged, at times to almost monstrous proportions. In this research 
project this exaggeration of scale gives the bulbous vessels of an enormous 
pitcher plant in Big Jungle (2014) (fig.3) a sinister air. The red berries of 
Forbidden Fruit #2 (2014) (fig.13) are large and seductive and the pitcher plant in 
Big Jungle threatens to engulf the viewer. My work on the Glass Flowers has 
become progressively larger, creating a sense of immersive space. I want to 
reverse the domestication of nature implied in the museum case and give the 
viewer a sense that they could walk into the one of my ‘landscapes.’ Like Alice in 
Wonderland, we can feel smaller as the plant forms in world of the paintings grow 
larger. The museum case being transformed into a jungle in which we can lose 
ourselves.  
                                                
102 Haley, Stephen, 2. This work relates to glass display cases at the Victoria and Albert Museum. 
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Another way in which my work connects with that of Laurence and Hall is an 
implied connection between sex and botany. This is more obviously made 
manifest in Hall’s previously mentioned Paradisus terrestris (1989-99) (fig.2). She 
also refers to gender in her use of craft techniques usually associated with 
women such as knitting and beadwork.  A more ethereal reference to gender can 
be found in Laurence’s work The Alchemical Garden of Desire (2012).103 Its 
diaphanous veils of glass, have a delicacy which is easily associated with 
femininity. In my work too, references to sex and gender are innate in the 
depiction of the Glass Flowers – seductively open, offering themselves to 
pollination, exhibiting enlarged organs of reproduction. In my interpretation I 
combine a boldness and exaggeration of colour and size, with a technical 
femininity and delicacy of technique associated with the Glass Flowers. This is 
another way in which I aim to render the paradoxical nature of these objects, 
which are at once enduring and fragile, conveying both sensuality and brittleness.  
The themes which provide a context for my research project also link my work to 
that of Janet Laurence and Fiona Hall. There is an ambivalence in relation to the 
museum as a site of order and control and the subversion of that order. Also 
evident is an interest in and expression of the alchemical; an exploration of space 
and the relation between internal and external worlds; the relationship between 
science and art; an engagement with objects which are anomalous composite 
creations born of the confluence of the natural and the artificial and which 
therefore create a sense of wonder. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
103 Periz, Ingrid. “In the Flower. JANET LAURENCE  The Alchemical Garden of Desire, 
McClelland Sculpture Park and Gallery, 2012, 22: “How can we speak of the being of plants, of 
Dickinson’s “transport” or “suspense” of flowers? Laurence’s “alchemical desire” is not so much 
human desire, although plants (and this exhibition) seek to engage it, rather it is a play on what 
she calls “the chemical reaction between plants”—their bio-chemical reactions—as well as “the 
fact that plants are in a state of desire.” From an evolutionary perspective, what plants ‘want’ is 
more plants, a continuation of their genetic makeup rather than their competitors.” 
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Fig. 2 Fiona Hall, Paradisus Terrestris, aluminium and tin, 25 x 12 x 3 cm, 1989-90 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions
27 
Fig.3 Dena Kahan, Big Jungle, oil on linen, 122.0 x 163.0 cm, 2014 
28 
Fig.4 Janet Laurence, Stilled Lives, installation at Museum of Victoria with bird 
specimens, 2000 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions
29 
Fig.5 Fiona Hall, Cell Culture, glass, metal, pvc, beads in vitrine, 158.1 
x 250.2 x 90.2 cm, 2002 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions
30 
Fig.6 Dena Kahan, Strange Garden #6, oil on linen, 45 x 60.4 cm, 2009. 
31 
Fig.7 Janet Laurence, Wingbeats, Verdant Series, Duraclear, acrylic, glass, 672 x 
468 cm, 2003 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions
32 
Fig.8 Dena Kahan, Floating World, oil on linen, 122.5 x 915 cm, 2014 
33 
Fig.9 Dena Kahan, Reflected World, oil on linen, 60.5 x 50.5 cm, 2013 
34 
Fig.10 Janet Laurence, Selva Veils, Glasshouse series, Duraclear, 
photographs, acrylic, 672 x 468 cm, 2008 
Fig.11 Fiona Hall, Brushwattle Birds, Antipodean Suite series, gelatin silver photograph, 
25.8 x 32.6 cm,1981 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions
Image removed due to copyright restrictions
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Fig.12 Dena Kahan, Loggia, oil on linen, 41 x 51 cm, 2004 
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Fig.13 Dena Kahan, Forbidden Fruit #2, oil on linen, 60.5 x 50.5 cm, 2014 
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Fig.14 Dena Kahan, Large Glass Garden #1, oil on linen, 76 x 152 cm, 2012 
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Chapter 3 Glass flowers: From museum to studio 
The thematic concerns and the technical development of my work are inextricably 
linked. As previously stated, my interest in expressing ideas around the human 
desire for control and order, the tension between containment and chaos, has 
long been a subject of my work. An enormous shift in style and technique in my 
paintings and an overt engagement with the museum was brought about in 2006, 
in response to my encounter with the decorative glass displays in the Victoria and 
Albert museum. Here, I began to specifically focus on the museum as a symbolic 
site for and means of expressing these ideas. The use of my own photographs as 
source material also enabled me to create manipulations of space in interpreting 
the museum display.  
Using my photographic sources enabled me to control the viewpoint of the 
photos, shooting images from below the glass shelves and including multiple 
reflections in both the shelves and the glass walls of the cases. To render these 
effects, new painting techniques were required and a new colour palette. Rather 
than paint the glass vessels on a painted background, the oil paint is applied 
thinly, allowing the white ground of the canvas to illuminate the colour, somewhat 
in the manner of a watercolour. This creates an effect of the transparency of 
glass whilst also enhancing the brightness of the colours. The thinly applied paint 
is dragged after application to create the effect of a smooth and glossy surface, 
both in an illusionistic sense to the glass objects depicted, and also to the surface 
of the canvas, a double-oil-primed, very fine linen. The first series of Victoria and 
Albert paintings culminated in an exhibition in 2006, Looking Through Glass. 
In this body of work I began to develop a visual language and complex optical 
play, evident in the use of architectural structures and the depiction of space that 
produces an effect of ambiguity and instability. The museum as a site of control 
and order is subverted: ‘Slippages invade the closed limits of the museum display 
as reflections of the world outside, seen once more as an echo in the glass.’104 
The enlargement and cropping of the objects creates its own suggestion of 
abstraction and the scaling up of brushes required makes the painterly technique 
a feature and simultaneous subject of the work. 
104 Haley, Stephen,1. 
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My encounter in 2008 with the glass models of marine invertebrates made by 
Leopold and Rudolf Blaschka in the nineteenth century and housed in natural 
history museums around the world, presented me with a subject to further 
develop the themes. Furthermore, discovering that the taxonomies that these 
models were designed to help fix, were themselves fluid was a revelation, which 
enlarged and enriched my subject .105 It introduced explicitly the element of 
science to the examination of the human desire for control and order, and its own 
fallibility in this regard.  
The first body of work taking the Blaschka marine models as its subject was 
Strange Garden (2009) (fig.6). The source material for this work came from 
photographs I took at a temporary exhibition at the National Glass Centre in 
Sunderland, England. Most of these models belonged to the Natural History 
Museum in London. The light was low, in order to protect the fragile models. 
Initially I was shocked and disconcerted, both by the minute scale of the models 
(life size – some no more than four centimetres high), having only seen images of 
them on the internet. Now, having come so far, what was I to do with this 
unpromising material? My response to the issue of scale was to enlarge the 
models when painting them, making them monstrous versions of the originals. An 
inconsistency of focus in my photographs resulting from the low light levels in the 
gallery turned out to be an advantage. Emphasising this slippage of focus within 
an individual image adds to a sense of uncertainty and unreliability regarding the 
physicality of the objects and the viewer’s perceptions. This slippage of focus can 
be seen to signal the dawning of a new interest in the unreliability of taxonomic 
categories. In these early responses to the Blaschka models, the subject of the 
relationship between art and science enters my work. My early work inspired by 
the Flowers of 2010-1012, whilst intuitively questioning the order of the museum, 
still presents the museum case as a relatively stable space, defined by 
convincing perspective and architecture Large Glass Garden #1 (2012) (fig.14). 
This research project with the Glass Flowers is distinguished by a conscious 
investigative engagement with conventional museology, the psychology of 
collecting and the ambivalent place of the flowers between art and science. The 
visual result is a pushing of the boundaries between figuration and abstraction 
105 Kahan, Dena. Conversation with Dr. Drew Harvell, September, 2009. Dr. Harvell is Head of the 
Department of Ecology. The department also houses an extensive collection of Blaschka marine 
invertebrate models, of which Dr. Harvell is hoping to have a taxonomic review by students of the 
department. Sigwart, J.D., 8 notes this is a common surprise: “one area of persistent confusion for 
non-scientists is the mutability of taxonomy” and Evolutionary Biology, Cornell University.  
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and a tension between the depiction of convincing perspectival space and an 
emphasis on the flat picture plane, between the real and the fanciful. 
In the museum, nature is miniaturised, contained and ordered into man-made 
categories.  It is usually expressed by manipulating and playing with the idea of 
scale.106 The Glass Flowers can be seen as illustrations of the desire to 
domesticate nature by enclosing it in glass cabinets.107 This in itself is a kind of 
miniaturisation. However, some of the Blaschka models also enlarge various 
reproductive parts of flowers. Here, there is at once a kind of monstrous 
gigantism, the ‘overly natural’ and also, simultaneously, the unnaturalness of 
exaggeration, enlargement. In my paintings, the scale of the flowers is enlarged, 
expressing a triumph of nature over the attempts of man to domesticate and 
control. The Flowers become ‘overly natural’ and at the same time more fictional, 
made up. We know they would not or should not be that big in the natural world. 
One of the most commented on aspects of the flowers is the incongruity of 
making flowers out of glass. As Loraine Daston comments: “Brittle, hard, 
colorless, smooth – there could hardly be a more counterintuitive choice of a 
medium for representing the pliant, richly textured, and brilliantly colored 
vegetable kingdom.”108 Addressing the materiality of the glass flowers is an 
essential element of my paintings. Their dual nature as plants and as hard 
objects is emphasised by depicting the reflectivity of the glass and the rigidity of 
their ‘poses’ or ’gestures’, which imitate the direction and movement of their 
growth. This can be readily demonstrated in Hanging Garden #1 (2013) (fig.15), 
where the leaves of the plant have a stiffness and reflective quality typical of 
glass and cast shadows which give away their transparency. My emphasis on 
their relationship with the glass of the display case, by defining the reflective 
qualities of both, emphasises their true physicality – both catch and reflect light. 
In this way, the physical materiality of the flowers is emphasised, along with their 
metaphoric allusions and paradoxical nature: their rendering of flowers, soft and 
fleshy symbols of the ephemeral, made in a material that is hard and durable. 
However, there is also a blurring of the boundaries between the museum case 
and the world outside it. The reflections of the objects in the cases become as 
106Stewart, S. 70, “Whereas the miniature represents closure, interiority, the domestic, and 
the overly cultural, the gigantic represents infinity, exteriority, the public, and the overly 
natural.” 
107 Daston, L. Things that Talk, 24. 
108 Daston, L. Things That Talk, 231. 
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real and important in the composition as the objects themselves. This is both true 
to the materiality of glass and untrue to the physical reality of the museum 
display. It is also a way in which the flowers escape the confines of the display 
case, overgrowing the architectural forms which purport to contain them.  
The third and indirectly present layer of glass in my paintings is that of the 
camera lens – seen only in the flares and distortions it creates in recording the 
flowers, and which I choose to retain and even accentuate, as in Floating World 
(2014) (fig.8). The photographic images are not transferred to canvas by squaring 
up or projection, but are first drawn freehand, allowing another level of 
interpretation and distortion. In this way my work de-materialises the flowers and 
acknowledged the illusion of photography, which is just a trick of light, a flat 
illusion of the three dimensional world. In the same way, while the paintings are 
mimetic, reproducing the appearance of the flowers, by choosing to make the 
brush mark visible in my work, I emphasise the materiality of the painting itself as 
another flat illusion depicting three dimensional space and objects. In this sense, 
my treatment of the flowers is as paradoxical as the objects themselves. 
The paintings use the medium of glass to create confusion. The glass of the 
museum case and the glass of the camera lens create distortions, replications, 
multiple versions of the objects within which the clarity and purpose of both the 
objects and the museum display is undermined, as in Reflected World with Figs 
(2014) (fig.16). In my use of photographic source material the paintings also deny 
or negate the conception of the photograph as a source of objective truth, by 
playing up all the distortions created by the lens. In this sense my work differs 
significantly both in technique and intent from the American artist Janet Fish, long 
known for her depictions of glass. Fish’s interest in her still lives is to re-create 
the effects of light and reflection as seen in everyday life. Technically, her work 
ranges from impasto in her early paintings to photorealism in the late works.109 In 
contrast, a feature of the technique I have developed is the use of a thin layer of 
paint in which the sweep of the brushstroke is still visible, at the same time 
creating an illusion of the effects of glass. Each section of painting must be 
completed in one session with no over-painting once the paint is dry, otherwise 
the effect of transparency is lost. 
109 Katz, Vincent. Janet Fish Paintings. New York: Harry N. Abrahams Inc., 2002. 
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In writing of the Blaschka botanical models Daston describes objects which 
“straddle boundaries between kinds. Art and nature, persons and things, 
objective and subjective and somehow brought together in these things, and the 
fusions result in considerable blurring of outlines.”110 Similarly my paintings based 
on the models are at once objective – in that they reproduce the models in 
recognisable form for the initiated – and subjective in that they take a personal 
perspective, both literally and physically, of the objects and their museum 
context. In Vertical Jungle (2013) (fig.17) the pitcher plant depicted is identifiable 
and someone who has visited the Ware Collection might conceivably recognize 
the context. However, the cropping of the image and the multiple reflections and 
distortions of form and space disorient the viewer and create a confusion as to 
what they are looking at.  
In emphasising the glassiness of the flowers, I refer, not only to their durability, 
but also to their fragility and also the optimism involved in their production. For 
me glass is a metaphor for fragility and hope. This idea has been explained by 
the Spanish film director Pedro Almodovar for whom: “glass is very optimistic. It 
holds possibilities in its beauty, a kind of hopefulness that is as fragile as the 
glass.”111 It is worth noting that the incredibly fragile Glass Flowers were packed 
in straw in boxes made of wood and cardboard and sent by boat across the 
Atlantic ocean, an act of optimism if there ever was one.112  
Glass is also the product of an alchemical process. Organic materials are 
processed and heated to be transformed into this miraculous transparent 
substance. As has been noted above, a number of commentators have 
positioned the Blaschkas as alchemists and the Flowers as the products of 
alchemical processes. There is, generally speaking, a magic to the making of 
glass, even when we know how it is made.  
The manipulation and transformation of pigments and oil to create the illusion of 
transparency and glass is also a mysterious, if somewhat less miraculous and 
dramatic process. It relies less on physical transformation than the creation of 
optical effects which ‘fool’ the eye. However, it still involves the development and 
                                                
110 Daston, L. Things That Talk, 21. 
111Hirschberg, Lynn. “The Redeemer”, New York Times, Sept 5, 2004 In this same article 
Almodovar is also quoted as saying “glass is the most direct metaphor for the lens of the camera”. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2004/09/05/magazine/05ALMODOVAR.html?pagewanted=print&position
=&_r=0., accessed June 15, 2013. 
112 Wiley, Frank B., 34. 
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use of technical skills to create a transformation of materials, which, to the non-
painter, remains somewhat mysterious. In my paintings I aim to make the 
technical mechanics of painting visible, and yet retain something of the 
impression of alchemy, the effect of ‘enchantment’ as described by Alfred Gell 
and previously discussed.113 It is also a world of technical wonder in which the 
soft fleshiness of plants, rendered in glass is then transformed into paint. 
Similarly I wish to create a different kind of ‘wonder’, in terms of the fictional world 
created in the paintings. 
This research project is also an investigation of the dichotomous and ambivalent 
nature of the Glass Flowers. These objects are at once natural and artificial, 
scientific display and works of art, permanent and fragile. Some smaller paintings 
are quite explicit in their mimetic and close-up treatment of the forms and surface 
textures of the flowers, blocking out the more general view for the specific. In 
these paintings, the sense of moving in and out of focus is emphasised. The 
close-up removes context and overview, creating an ambiguity regarding relative 
scale and immersing the viewer in this very contained natural / unnatural world. 
The paintings in this project challenges the notion of the Glass Flowers display as 
a miniaturization of the natural world which contains it and makes it predictable. 
Didier Maleuvre describes this effect: 
Experiencing the world means cutting one’s way through the thick of 
things. In the miniature, by contrast…every element has been 
assigned place within the totality: the world is synthesized and 
sanitized of shock.114 
In these close-up paintings such as, for example, Forbidden Fruit # 2 (2014) 
(fig.13), the viewer is in “the thick of things”, unable to see past the detail. The 
transition between these paintings and the large works which pull back and give 
context is intended to provide a kind of shock, especially as these large works 
provide a context which is confusing. These paintings direct attention to the 
reflections in the glass ceilings of the display cases and the abstractions they 
create, expanding and pushing against the confining space of the cabinets. The 
increase in scale and corresponding enlargement of the plant forms from their 
tiny photographic source material, result in a loss of precise detail and an 
increased distortion, even a disintegration of form, working against the perfection 
of the Flowers. Leaves and petals once precisely defined in small brush strokes 
113 Gell, Alfred. 
114 Maleuvre, Didier. Museum Memories - History, Technology, Art. California: Stanford University 
Press, 1999,134-135. 
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and changes of colour are now depicted in broad sweeps and planes of colour. 
Enlargement accentuates a lack of focus in parts of the image and brings with it 
an increased sense of abstraction. 
This play of small and close-up and large and expansive reflects the themes of 
the miniature and the domesticated associated with the Glass Flowers on one 
hand, and that of gigantism – in the large works the plants are enlarged 
monstrously beyond their original scale. It also plays on the tension between the 
exact naturalism of the Glass Flowers with their faithful reproduction of the 
smallest detail of the plant forms, and their essential artificiality. By enlarging 
them many times over, both their un-naturalness and their ‘naturalness’ in 
Stewart’s sense of the gigantic as overly natural, are emphasised. This 
enlargement also emphasises the vulgarity and curiousness once associated with 
the flowers in their decorative showiness.115 I have chosen to highlight and 
emphasise this showiness by heightening and exaggerating the colours of the 
Glass Flowers in this series of paintings. 
In this project, photography is repositioned as the opposite of accurate scientific 
documentation. Instead I use it as a means of facilitating imaginative 
interpretation, photographing the glass flowers in ways which emphasise the 
upside down reflections on the class tops of the display cases, with their 
distortions of form, rather than just the flowers themselves (fig.18). Then, when 
cropping these images, I have chosen to de-emphasise the clear diagonals of the 
display cases, which indicate perspectival space. 
Formerly, I exclusively chose the landscape format when depicting the flowers, 
emphasising the garden-like nature of the display. Earlier work also tends more 
to move the eye inwards to the labyrinthine depths of the cabinets. In this new 
body of work, I have more often chosen the vertical format. The vertical 
composition gives an added importance to the horizontal lines of architecture of 
the cases: they are stable (unlike the diagonal shelves of previous works) and yet 
unable to contain the natural forms of the plants. This verticality and these 
horizontal lines also have the optical effect of pushing forms forward, 
emphasising the flatness of the picture plane. Spatial illusionism still exists, but 
there is a greater tension between it and the flatness and abstraction of the 
painted surface.  
115 Daston, L. Things That Talk, 225 and 24. 
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In Vertical Jungle (fig. 17) the composition is divided up by the two horizontal 
lines of the display case. The dynamic movement of the diagonal has been 
replaced by the dynamism of the plant forms and the sense of perspectival space 
is more confused than in past work. The plant forms also appear less static. The 
line in the top half of the painting crosses in front of the reflected plant forms, 
whilst the lower line is partially covered by the ‘real’ plant forms. Rather than 
giving a sense of perspectival space, these parallel lines draw the viewer’s 
attention to the surface of the painting, the top one emphasising its relationship to 
the top edge of the painting and the bottom one pushing forward against the 
forms in front of it. There is both a continuity of forms in the distorted upside down 
reflections of plants and a sense of two simultaneous and parallel Alice-like 
worlds, the real and the fantastic. The sense of the upper and lower portions of 
the canvas mirroring each other also emphasises the surface of the painting, like 
the reflection on a body of still water where what we see is its surface and not its 
depth. The artifice of the painting and its illusionism are revealed.  
Interestingly, when these vertical paintings are hung upside down, they work well 
compositionally, and the reflected half looks like the surface of a pond. There is 
also a movement up and out of the enclosed space of the cases, even whilst 
mirroring them. Much of the composition is taken up with the image reflected by 
the top of the case. Because this image is upside down, the sense of gravity and 
comprehensible architectural space in the images is lessened. Forms float and 
are less and less anchored to the bottom of the picture plane, creating instability 
and undermining the solidity of the flowers. There is a sense of the breaking up 
and dissolution of forms, a threat, which is innate in the fragility of not only the 
Glass Flowers themselves, but also the whole project of the museum, which 
attempts to account for and contain the natural world. The sense of the natural 
history museum as a site of control over and preservation of nature and the 
collector’s desire for “a sense of closure, completion or perfection” is under 
threat.116 This increased abstraction heightens the idea of the inability to contain 
the natural world – the plant forms morph into flamboyant and colourful shapes. 
The much-enlarged natural forms seem about to burst out of their confines. The 
coherence of the museum case gives way to the chaos of the world beyond. The 
careful systematic organisation of the plants is lost as they merge and blend into 
each other. 
116 Danet, B. and Tamar Katriel, 220. 
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In Alice Through the Looking Glass, Carroll draws attention to the arbitrariness of 
the classification and naming of the natural world. In Alice’s conversation with the 
Gnat, the artificiality of this imposition by humans is ridiculed: 
“I don't rejoice in insects at all,” Alice explained, “because I’m rather afraid 
of them – at least the large kinds. But I can tell you the names of some of 
them.” 
“Of course they answer to their names?” the Gnat remarked carelessly. 
“I never knew them to do it.” 
“What’s the use of their having names,” the Gnat said, “if they won’t 
answer to them?”117 
Stewart makes the very same point in relation to the natural history museum: 
“Because of the fiction of such a museum …it is the Linnaean system which 
articulates the identities of plants…and not the other way around.”118 We have 
the illusion that we order the natural world. 
Christopher Williams, as noted previously, is the only visual artist to directly 
address the Glass Flowers and their museum context. In his 1989 series on the 
Glass Flowers, From Angola to Vietnam (fig.19), the photographs of the Glass 
Flowers are presented individually in black and white in strict documentary style, 
however, Williams labels them inconsistently – sometimes swapping labels - 
drawing attention to this “arbitrariness of systems of classification.”119 Whilst 
Williams takes a clinical look at the collection with his dry black and white 
photographs, my more fanciful interpretation also undoes classification in 
choosing viewpoints which muddle the plants together rather than featuring them 
individually, and making labels illegible rather than mis-placing them. 
Just as Alice sees her own domestic world reversed in the looking glass and 
dreams of entering this topsy-turvy world, in which not only spatial relations but 
also those between nature and humans can be up-ended too120, the concept of 
the mirror is a prominent feature in these current works. Here, the rational world 
of the museum case is turned upside down, and is just as vivid and animated as 
the ‘real’ world it reflects. A move away from the ‘landscape’ format to vertical 
composition places an emphasis on mirroring, on the two worlds of the objects 
and the reflected world above. Quite early in the process, I began to think of the 
                                                
117 Caroll, Lewis, 180 
118 Stewart, S, 162. 
119 McShine, Kynaston, 106-109. 
120 Carroll, Lewis, 161. 
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paintings in pairs, which relate to each other in terms of scale and composition. 
The viewer might position themselves between two works which reflect each 
other, in terms of scale, format and composition. The viewer might be lead from 
the more literal and naturalistic depictions of space, with diagonal lines leading 
one into the long narrow space of the gallery and into the increasingly flat and 
abstracted world of the larger works. 
Where in earlier work I chose relatively anonymous titles such as Glass Garden # 
I have now chosen to provide quite more specific and imaginative individual titles 
such as Hanging Garden and Jungle. These titles point to the emphasis on the 
natural forms taking over the paintings and growing out of the cases and also to 
the imaginative possibilities which the subject of the Glass Flowers provide. The 
world created in response to the flowers is overtly imaginative and unconstrained 
by the literal. Colours are heightened considerably, adding to the sense of 
artificiality of the flowers, and in work such as Big Jungle (fig.3), distortions of 
space take place, leading to objects not present in the photograph being added. 
My use of, and intervention into, the photographic source material is consciously 
interpretive and imaginative. 
In the small gallery space, I intend to create a sense that the viewer has entered 
into and is to some extent immersed in this new and fantastic world. Scale plays 
a part in the creation of this sense of immersion. The largest and last work 
created is Big Jungle. Here, the composition is equality divided between the ‘real’ 
models and their reflected image and the two appear to overlap in places where 
parts of plants overlap the dividing horizontal line of the cabinet. Technique 
amplifies the relationship between the two. On this large scale, the brush strokes 
become more visible, the dragged effect of the marks over the whole painting 
conveying literally the slippage between the ‘real’ and the reflected image. In this 
work the world of the museum case has been hugely expanded and exploded. 
Paradoxically, the large scale of the plants enables the viewer to feel a more 
intimate relationship with them and the space depicted. Like Alice, she finds 
herself able to enter into the fantasy and parallel universe  
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Fig.15 Dena Kahan, Hanging Garden #1, oil on linen, 86 x 66 cm, 2013 
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Fig.16 Dena Kahan, Reflected World with Figs, oil on linen, 76.5 x 96.5cm, 2014 
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Fig.17 Dena Kahan, Vertical Jungle, oil on linen, 122.5 x 915 cm, 2013 
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Fig.18 Dena Kahan, digital photograph of detail of the Glass Flower display at the 
Harvard Natural History Museum, Boston, 2013 
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Fig.19 Christopher Williams, Guatemala (from Angola to Vietnam*), Blaschka Model 227, 
1891 Genus no. 1660 Family, Orchidaceae Lycaste Skinneri (Batem.) Lindl., gelatin 
silver photograph, 55.6 x 68.6 cm.,1989 
Image removed due to copyright restrictions
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Conclusion 
 
Through this research I have examined the natural history museum as a 
supposed site of control, classification and order by the means of systematics 
and containment. The museum display case is investigated as a metaphor for 
this, in its miniaturising of the natural world and its organising of it in a logical and 
systematised fashion. The Ware Collection of Blaschka Glass Models of Plants, 
popularly known as The Glass Flowers at the Harvard Natural History Museum, 
perfectly illustrates this dichotomy of the artificial and the natural. 
In my artwork I present and challenge this imposition of order and control through 
an interpretation of the Glass Flower display. This exegesis investigates the 
various interpretations of these models and their production, examining the 
scientific, historical, literary and artistic responses to the Flowers and presenting 
them as paradoxical objects, which do not fit neatly into the categories of science 
or art. It examines my artwork as a response to the Glass Flowers display, 
engaging with modes of representation that express, not only an ambivalence 
about the museum as a site of control, but also the ambivalence of the Flowers 
themselves as objects of scientific certainty. This discussion also touches on 
theories of the psychology of collecting as they relate to the natural history 
museum and to ideas of control, miniaturisation and temporality. 
The museum environment has provided a rich subject matter for many 
contemporary artists. My research has focussed on the work of Janet Laurence 
and Fiona Hall in particular, identifying interests and allusions that relate their 
themes and concerns to my artwork. The work of these artists embraces the 
aesthetic of the natural history museum, whilst questioning its attitudes to nature 
and subverting its assertion of control over it. Common themes drawn out in this 
exegesis include an interest in and expression of the alchemical; an exploration 
of space and the relation between internal and external worlds; the relationship 
between science and art and an engagement with objects which are anomalous 
composite creations born of the confluence of the natural and the artificial and 
which therefore create a sense of wonder. 
This research project has informed and challenged my engagement with the 
Glass Flowers by questioning and exploring their paradoxical and enigmatic 
position between science and art, nature and culture. Using visual analysis I 
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show how this is expressed in my work as an increasing tension between 
architectural and natural forms, representation and abstraction, the precise 
rendition of form and the visibility of the medium of oil paint. The development 
traced is one away from the literal and towards the imaginative, the wonderful. 
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Addendum: complete poems 
_________________________________________________________________ 
Silence 
Text removed due to copyright restrictions 
Marianne Moore.The Complete Poems of Marianne Moore. London: Faber and 
Faber, 1967. 
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The Ware Collection of Glass Flowers and Fruit, Harvard Museum 
Text removed due to copyright restrictions
Mark Doty. My Alexandria, Urbana,IL:University of Illinois Press, 1993. 
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Glass Flowers 
On Dena Kahan’s Glass Garden paintings 
1 
Alchemical vessels 
imbued with rumours of colour – 
a pearly acorn-brown, 
tinctures of amber, buff-white: 
the Trickster, light, 
mixing it up, sheathing 
each sculpted bloom in 
the glow of other objects; 
even the innermost 
whorl, the nectary, 
endowed with 
moody brilliance. 
2 
It cannot do harm: 
fill them with pure water 
then from a glass straw 
sip the essence 
of these flawless ghost-flowers 
given body by breath. 
As each goblet empties, 
a volatile perfection 
is restored; 
ethereal dabs 
and baubles gleam, 
unrefracted. 
3 
Or, ply a window box of them 
with graduated heights of water, 
take a silver baton 
and start the music: 
64 
a choir of glass flowers 
voicing songs of 
rootless transcendence. 
Wind-chimes under the ocean. 
4 
A time-lapse camera 
would show these flowers 
in violent metamorphosis: 
tarry with darkness, 
slicked by ivory moonlight, 
dawn’s lava-red – 
always in transit, becoming... 
always, even when knifed by sun glare, 
sealed, silent. 
5 
Seeded in fire, 
amaryllis, iris, orchid – 
sleek-skinned botanical studies 
as vacant as living flowers are lush, 
as brittle as living flowers are yielding. 
Hothouse simulcra, 
they lean towards windows 
blank with rain; 
bronze with day's last embers. 
6 
In art’s parallel universe 
a flower can tilt up from a bench top 
and grow from it – 
eerily resplendent; 
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return the beholder's gaze 
with silken candour. 
7 
Each unfurled bloom, 
each bud, enshrines 
a Janus-truth: 
sepals, curlicues, 
of varnished air 
wear and witness 
flux, never-ending 
illusion; stay in thrall 
to stillness. 
And the long stems 
seemingly 
lit from within – 
they too know the touch 
of sky-shine, the quixotic 
life of clouds. 
Let’s call it 
the provisional sublime. 
Diane Fahy. Unpublished, December 2013. 
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Flowers That Never Fade 
Text removed due to copyright restrictions
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Text removed due to copyright restrictions   
Franklin Baldwin Wiley. Flowers That Never Fade, Boston: Bradlee Whidden, 
1897. 
